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Birthspace, Light and 
Embodied Experience: 
Insights from the writings of Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty and James J. Gibson
This article was originally a response to the AIARG conference session on the theme of Person, Place 
and Time.  My doctoral work in progress focuses on a practice-based, architectural ‘reimagining’ of the 
birth environment – that is, the hospital-based labour and delivery room ¬– a contested, ‘medicalised’ 
space that some see as a technologically superior and ‘safe’ space, and others see as humanistically 
impoverished, hostile and even unhealthy. Yet this room is the site of entry into life on earth, a most 
profound human experience. The project, a phenomenological study, finds that  light – which I define 
as the inseparable trio light/darkness/colour – is a key affordance for birth, as it influences mind/body 
in fundamental ways that can impact birth processes. Through a reflective and reflexive design praxis, 
I have explored possibility rather than causality, allowing for the emergence, through my working 
process, of conceptual understandings about the value and meaning of light as a crucial architectural 
aspect of an evolving concept of birthspace. This is important because environment cannot be 
separated from mind/body. This paper focuses on the insightful comments concerning light/darkness/
colour which I have drawn out of the writings of two acknowledged ‘fathers’ of ‘embodiment theory’, 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and James J. Gibson. These are brought together for the first time, to consider 
how their understandings of light as spatial experience could be mined further as we seek to design 





















“Architecture is environment, the stage on 
















































“a transcendent feature of the universe or 
of disembodied mind.”	Rather,	it	is	“shaped 
crucially by the peculiarities of our human 
bodies, by the remarkable details of the 
neural structure of our brains, and by the 
specifics of our everyday functioning in the 
world”.	Further,	it	evolves	out	of	our	animal	
nature…and	develops	from	“perceptual and 
motor inference present in lower animals”.	
Reason,	he	adds,	is	“mostly unconscious,” 
“largely metaphoric and imaginative”	and	
“not dispassionate, but emotionally engaged”.	
Lakoff		argues	that	the	embodied	mind	is	
such	that	we	derive	our	conceptual	systems	
by	drawing	upon “the commonalities of our 
bodies and of the environments we live in”.	
Thus	“much of a person’s conceptual system 
is either universal or widespread across 








































































































































































object	divide: “An affordance is neither an 
objective property nor a subjective property; 
or it is both if you like”	(Gibson	1979:	129)	and	
“Perceivedness … is in a certain way objective, 












































“Proprioception or self-sensitivity is seen to be 
an overall function, common to all systems, 
not a special sense”.	Like	Gibson,	for	example,	
Merleau-Ponty	insists	that “all the senses are 
spatial, if they are to give us access to some 




perception and the perception of one’s own 
body vary in conjunction because they are the 






































1. Ecological and Phenomenological 





































“a transcendent feature 
of the universe or of 
disembodied mind.” Rather, 
it is “shaped crucially by 
the peculiarities of our 
human bodies, by the 
remarkable details of the 
neural structure of our 
brains, and by the specifics 
of our everyday functioning 
in the world”. 
body,	though	like	mind/body,	they	are	often	
studied	separately.	
































substance. ‘The medium’ –	the	air/water	
in	which	earth’s	creatures	move,	“has an 




“Even the two horizontal axes of reference 




system:	The motion of the sun across the sky 
from sunrise to sunset has been for countless 
millions of years a basic regularity of nature. It 
is a fact of ecological optics and a condition of 
the evolution of the eye in terrestrial animals. 
But its importance for the theory of vision has 













live:	…all the surfaces that were lighted in the 
morning will be shaded in the afternoon, and 
those that were shaded in the morning will be 
lighted in the afternoon. There is a continual, 
if slow, process of change from lighted to 
shaded on certain slopes of the layout and the 
reverse change on certain other slopes. These 








If I imagine a theatre with no audience in 
which the curtain rises upon illuminated 
scenery, I have the impression that the 
spectacle is in itself visible or ready to be seen, 
and that the light which probes the back and 
foreground, accentuating the shadows and 
permeating the scene through and through, in 
a way anticipates our vision…by those paths 






Perception presupposes in us an apparatus 
capable of responding to the promptings of 
light…of concentrating diffuse visibility and 
completing what is merely foreshadowed in 
the spectacle. This apparatus is the gaze…the 
natural correlation [between what we see 
and do]…experienced as the involvement of 
our body in the typical structures of a world 
(2002,	p.276,	my	emphasis).
























up the performance…”	Darkness	is “the 
background of somnolence… against which 
the gesture and its aim stand out, [in which] 







































is	always	implicit.	He	says:	“Perception is not 
first perception of things, but perception of 
elements…which are dimensions, which are 
worlds …Once we have understood that the 
thing is a dimensional this,  we [understand] 
that the vision of the rose is already an 
introduction into rosiness, into the species 






































































‘taking up abode.’	“Lighting and the constancy 
of the thing illuminated,”	says	Merleau-











view:	…the object lighted stands out before us 
and confronts us. The lighting is neither colour 
nor, in itself, even light, it is anterior to the 
distinction between colours and luminosities. 
This is why it always tends to become ‘neutral’ 
for us. The penumbra in which we are becomes 
so natural that it is no longer even perceived 
























unfolding by differentiation, by segregations 
[holding together] through the reflections, 







about	“composition of the substance [as] 














to	sleep,	and	“suddenly it is as if my mouth 
were connected to some great lung outside 
myself which alternately calls forth and 
forces back my breath”.	Similarly,	he	notes,	“I 
surrender a part of my body, even my whole 
body, to this particular manner of vibrating 
and filling space known as blue or red”.
 
Again,	in	concert	with	Gibson,	Merleau-
Ponty	(Ibid,	pp.183–184)	observes: “This red 
would literally not be the same if it were not 
the ‘woolly red’ of a carpet. Analysis, then, 






“…each colour, in its inmost depths, is nothing 
but the inner structure of the thing overtly 
revealed. The brilliance of gold palpably holds 
out to us its homogenous composition…
The senses intercommunicate by opening 
onto the structure of the thing. One sees the 
hardness and brittleness of glass, and when, 
with a tinkling sound, it breaks, this sound is 
conveyed by the visible glass.  One sees the 
springiness of steel, the ductility of red-hot 
steel, the hardness of a plane blade, the 
softness of shavings. The form of objects is not 
their geometrical shape: it stands in a certain 
relation to their specific nature, and appeals 




communicated:	“In the jerk of the twig 
from which a bird has just flown, we read 
its flexibility or elasticity, and it is thus that 
a branch of an apple-tree or a birch are 
immediately distinguishable” (2002,	p.184).
3. Considerations for architectural design and 
implications for birthspace
The	passage	above	shows	the	careful	and	
extensive ‘empathic observation’	(Seamon	
and	Zajonc,	1998)	that	both	Merleau-Ponty	
and	Gibson	utilised	in	considering	light	in	
environment.	I	find	that	their	sensitivity	and	
insight	into	the	structure	and	meaning	of	
embodied	experience	has	supported	my	own	
interest	and	research	into	light	as	a	central	
aspect	and		affordance	of	the	re-imagined	
birth	experience.	The	following	list	offers	a	
glimpse	of	the	concepts	emerging	from	my	
practice-based	research	that	are	connected	
with	the	ideas	expressed	in	the	work:
1)	 Materiality	is	meaningful	–	not	
simply	as	visual	aesthetics	but	as	fully	
embodied	experiential	information,	for	
communicating	affordances	provided	in	a	
given	space
2)	 Colour	and	textural	properties	are	
not	separable,	the	resonance	is	in	the	
colour	as	deeply	structural	material	
understandings
3)	 	Light	(light/darkness/colour)	should	be	
used	with	awareness	of	the	resonance/
feeling	it	generates	in	the	body
4)	 Colour/material/light	interacting	creates	
variety/aliveness	and	agency	for	action	
–	that	is,	movement	and	sensory,	bodily	
activation	conducive	to	birth	processes.
5)	 Light	(natural	light)	provides	fundamental	
orientation	and	deep	familiarity	through	
the	body,	through	the	moving	body
6)	 Agency,	personal	intentionality,	is	at	the	
heart	of	embodied	perception,	and	light	is	
implicated.	
I	conclude	with	the	thought,	which	requires	
further	elaboration	(forthcoming)	that	the	
design	approaches	we	choose	to	utilise	
for	reimagining	birthspace	should	be	
concerned	with	both	deeply	felt	orientation	
and	sensitive	empowerment	of	action….
and	that	light	can	play	an	important	role	in	
providing	these.	Movement,	situated	agency,	
a	sense	of	belonging,	temporal	experience,	
the	body,	and	sense	of	place	and	light	are	
inseparably	interwoven.	If	we	can	find	these	
understandings	valuable	for	birthspace,	
then	we	can	also	find	them	useful	for	
furthering	the	ways	in	which	human	needs	
and	desires	can	be	addressed	through	
phenomenologically	sensitive		
architectural	design.
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